
General Information Booklet

RADIATION THERAPY

Regional Cancer Treatment Service (RCTS)
Radiation Oncology Department



Radiation therapy is delivered using a large  
machine called a Linear Accelerator (Linac, or LA).



Introduction 4
Parking 4
Palmerston North Hospital Map 5
Cancer and Radiation Therapy 6
The Radiation Oncology Team 8
Planning 10
Treatment 12
Travelling from Out of Town 14
Support Services 16
Online Information 18
Possible Questions for Your Radiation Oncologist 19
Notes & Questions 20
Medications 21
Feedback 23

Contents



Introduction

This booklet is designed to 
give you, your friends, and 
your family an overview of the 
Radiation Oncology Department 
and the services available. 
We hope that the information 
provided answers some of the 
questions you may have. The 
staff and service providers are 
here to assist you in your cancer 
treatment journey, and to make 
it as easy and comfortable for 
you as possible. If you have any 
problems, concerns or questions 
along the way, you are always 
welcome to ask for help. We 
have left a blank page at the end 
of this booklet entitled “Notes 
& Questions”, for you to write 
down questions you may want 
to ask the next time you see your 
health care professional.

Parking
The department 
has ten reserved car 
parks for patients 
receiving radiation 
therapy. You will 
be issued with a 
blue parking card 
to display on your 
car dashboard when 
using these parks. 
This card will be 
issued to you with 
your appointment 
for Computed 
Tomography (CT).
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Palmerston North Hospital Map
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Cancer and Radiation Therapy

WHAT IS CANCER?
Cancer is a disease of the body’s 
cells. Healthy cells of the body grow 
in predictable patterns. As they 
wear out, they are replaced in an 
orderly manner by just the right 
number of new healthy cells. Cancer 
occurs when abnormal cells in the 
body multiply at an uncontrollable 
rate. These cancerous cells grow  
at such speed that your 
body cannot properly 
deal with them, and can 
form a lump or tumour.

There are many 
different types of 
cancers. What type 
of cancer you have 
depends on the area 
of the body that the 
abnormal cells are 
from. Each type of 
cancer has its own 
characteristics.

Metastases occur when 
some of the cancer cells 
detach themselves from 
the tumour and move, 
via the bloodstream or 
lymphatic system, to 
other parts of the body where they 
begin to form further tumours. 
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WHAT IS  
RADIATION THERAPY?

Radiation therapy or radiotherapy  
is the delivery of high energy  
x-ray beams to an area of the body. 
Radiation therapy kills cancer cells 
but can also damage normal cells in 
the treatment area. It is therefore 
important that the radiation therapy 
is carefully planned to ensure 
that the area needing treatment 
receives adequate radiation, while 
minimising the radiation dose to 
surrounding areas.

The radiation used is more powerful 
than that used for diagnostic tests 
like chest, bone and dental x-rays. 
Radiation therapy requires the 
generation of millions of volts 
of energy and lasts for parts of a 
minute, whereas x-rays require 
thousands of volts and last for a 
fraction of a second.

The type of radiation that will be 
used for your treatment depends on 
many factors – including the type  
of cancer you have and the size, 
shape and position of your cancer. 
The strength and penetration of  
the radiation beam can be varied  
to provide the best treatment for 
each individual. 

For some types of cancer, radiation 
therapy is the only treatment given, 
but it can be used in conjunction 
with other forms of treatment such 
as surgery or chemotherapy.

HOW DOES 
RADIATION 
THERAPY WORK?
Radiation therapy 
works by damaging 
cancer cells when they 
divide. Normal cells 
suffer from radiation 
damage as well, but 
not to the same extent, 
and the damage can be 
repaired more easily. 
Radiation therapy is 
used in such a way as 
to maximise cancer 
cell damage without 
producing excessive 
damage to normal cells. 
Treatment is usually 
given once a day over 
a period of weeks – 
excluding weekends. By 
spreading the treatment 
out over time, greater 
effect is had on the 
cancerous cells as they 
are in a different stage 
of the cell cycle at each 
appointment. The 
break before the next 
treatment gives normal 
cells a chance to repair. 
Each treatment course 
is designed for the 
individual and can  
vary in length from 
days to weeks.
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The radiation 
oncology 
team is made 
up of a large 
group of 
people who 
work closely 
together. If 
you have any 
questions 
or concerns, 
please feel 
free to 
approach 
any one of 
our team 
members. 

The Radiation Oncology Team

ADMINISTRATION STAFF
These are the people that you will have first contact 
with on your referral and arrival to the department. 
Administration staff will organise your appointments, 
accommodation requirements at Ozanam House  
and general enquiries.

RADIATION ONCOLOGISTS
The radiation oncologist (consultant) is the medical 
specialist who prescribes your treatment and is 
responsible for your care. There are also registrars 
in the department, who are doctors training to be 
radiation oncologists. The registrars work closely  
with the consultants to support you through the 
treatment.

RADIATION THERAPISTS
Radiation therapists plan and deliver  
your radiation treatment. You will see the 
radiation therapists on a daily basis while 
you are having treatment. They are there to 
assist you with any concerns regarding your 
treatment and wellbeing.
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REGISTERED NURSES
Registered nurses are available to provide intervention 
and supportive care as needed during your treatment. 
The supportive care could involve MRSA swabs, 
dressings and discharge planning. Registered nurses 
initiate referrals to other supportive services you might 
need, for example a session with the dietitian, social 
worker or district nurse to support you as necessary.

CARE ASSISTANTS
The care assistant assists the registered nurses with  
a range of tasks around the clinic area.

STUDENT RADIATION THERAPISTS
This department trains radiation therapy students. 
They are required to spend many months in the 
hospital learning. They are always supervised by 
qualified radiation therapists. Students will introduce 
themselves to you during the course of your treatment 
and ask if you would allow them to be involved in  
your care. You have the right to refuse for any reason 
and without explaining why.

PHYSICISTS
These are the staff members who maintain and check 
the accuracy of the equipment and planning system  
on a regular basis.

ORDERLY
The orderly manages the transfer of patients to and 
from the Radiation Oncology Department.
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NURSING 
APPOINTMENT 
You will generally see a nurse 
before the CT procedure. If 
you have had an overnight 
stay in another hospital in 
the last three months, we 
need you to have MRSA 
swabs. The swabs need to 
be taken at least three days 
before your CT appointment. 
Information regarding this 
will be posted to you with 
your CT appointment time. If 
you are on medication, please 
complete the medication 
table at the back of this 
booklet and bring it with you 
on the day of your CT scan. 

Planning
CT SIMULATION 

WHY DO I NEED A CT SCAN?
The radiation therapy planning process begins with 
a CT (Computed Tomography) simulation session 
to gather the information required to plan your 
radiation therapy. The CT scan produces images  
that are used to visualise and outline the exact area 
to be treated and perform dose calculations. The  
CT scanner takes images of the body and does not 
give radiation treatment. It is important that you  
are in the same position for your CT scan as for  
your treatment, which is why we cannot use  
any previous CT scans you may have had.

HAVING A CT SCAN
This scan occurs in the Radiation Oncology 
Department. We will post you instructions 
if any special preparation is necessary. You 
will be asked to remove your clothing from 
the treatment area and will be given a gown 
to change into. Depending on the area of the 
body being treated, it may be necessary to 
remove the gown just prior to the procedure.

The CT session can take 30–60 minutes. 
You are welcome to have a support person 
accompanying you into the CT room but,  
for safety reasons, they will need to leave  
the room at the start of the scan. 

We often need to move you slightly to get 
you into the right position. This is easiest 
if you relax and let us position you. You 
should not be uncomfortable. It is very 
important to keep still once we have you in 
the correct position, and breathe normally. 
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RADIATION 
THERAPY  
MASK
For treatment to the 
head and neck area, 
a mask is usually 
required. A mask 
is used to ensure 
the head is in a 
stable position for 
treatment and allows 
marks to be drawn 
on it. The masks are 
made of a special 
type of plastic that 
softens in hot water 
and then hardens 
around the shape of 
your face. There are 
many holes in the 
mask, so you are able 
to breathe normally.

COMPUTER 
PLANNING
Your CT information 
will be sent through to 
Planning. As all body 
shapes and treatment 
needs are different, an 
individual plan is created 
just for you. The radiation 
oncologist prescribes the 
dose, number of treatments 
and specifies the exact area 
to be treated. The radiation 
oncologist and radiation 
therapists work together  
to design the treatment  
for each individual. 

A radiation therapist 
will create the treatment 
plan using specialised 
computers. Depending 
on the complexity, the 
standard planning time 
frame can vary from the 
same day up to three weeks.

SKIN MARKINGS
To ensure accuracy 
in reproducing your 
set-up position for the 
upcoming treatments, 
you may be marked 
with small permanent 
tattoo dots. Your 
consent will be 
requested prior 
to this procedure. 
The tattoos are not 
obvious and look 
somewhat like a small 
dark freckle. We 
do this by applying 
a small amount of 
ink on the skin and 
pricking the skin 
with a small needle. 
It is possible to have 
these tattoos removed 
after treatment has 
finished. Please ask 
the staff if you would 
like more information 
regarding this.
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At the end of the 
CT scan, a radiation 
therapist will 
give you and your 
family/friends some 
information about your 
treatment, including 
the approximate 
date of your first 
appointment and 
answer any questions 
you may have.



When you begin your
treatment, the radiation 
therapists will introduce
themselves and describe to 
you what will happen. You are 
welcome to have a support 
person accompany you. On 
one of the treatment days, 
it may be possible for your 
support person to come with 
you into the treatment room 
to observe your treatment
set-up. A suitable day can be 
arranged with the treatment 
staff. You will be shown the control  
area, which is where the radiation 
therapists turn the machine on. 

Radiation therapists will position  
you on the treatment bed in exactly  
the same way as you were in the CT 
scanner. The lights are turned down 
and red laser lights are matched to the 
marks on your skin. Often, we will need 
to move you slightly to get you in the 
right position. This is easiest if you just 
relax, breathe normally and let us do the 
moving. It is important to keep still once 
we have you in the correct position. The 
machine may come close to you but will 
not touch you. You may see equipment 
being placed into the machine during 
your treatment - this is to tailor the 
treatment to each individual.

The radiation therapists will leave the 
room to switch the machine on. Although 
you will be alone in the room for short 
periods, the staff will be monitoring 
you through a closed circuit TV camera 
and intercom. You may be treated from 

more than one direction and often the 
machine will be moved by the radiation 
therapists from outside the room. The 
time the machine is on varies between 
a few seconds to a couple of minutes. 
The machine creates some noise while 
operating, however, you will not see or 
feel the radiation. It is important to keep 
as still as possible. If you want to stop 
treatment for any reason, raise your 
hand and the radiation therapists will 
come into the room. Otherwise, do not 
move until the radiation therapist tells 
you the treatment has finished.

Throughout the course of your 
treatment, we may take images to 
confirm correct targeting of the area. 
These images don’t show us how 
effective the treatment is, but confirm 
the accuracy of the set-up.

To ensure that you get the best care 
possible, please inform your radiation 
therapist if you experience any problems 
or have any questions or concerns at  
any time during your treatment.

Treatment
Radiation therapy is delivered using a large  

machine called a Linear Accelerator (Linac, or LA).
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SIDE EFFECTS
A variety of side effects may 
be experienced depending 
on the area of the body 
being treated and the type of 
treatment given. Side effects 
will therefore vary considerably 
from patient to patient, and 
the radiation oncologist/
registrar will discuss possible 
side effects when explaining 
the plan of treatment to you. 
There are also site-specific 
booklets that will be given to 
you to help your understanding 
of these side effects. If you 
are concerned about your 
side effects, please inform the 
radiation therapist or nursing 
staff. Your side effects will also 
be monitored by the radiation 
oncologist/registrar at your 
weekly review appointment. 
These appointments are also 
a good opportunity to renew 
prescriptions, if needed.

AFTER TREATMENT IS FINISHED
At the end of your radiation therapy course, you will be given a discharge summary, 
indicating the approximate time frame for your follow-up assessment. You will  
also receive the details of the contact person closest to your home town. You 
may call this person if you have any concerns. Your local clinic will post you the 
appointment time for your follow-up assessment. 

RADIATION ONCOLOGY PHONE NUMBERS
Main Reception ph (06) 350 8430  •  LA1/3 Reception ph (06) 350 8142   

•  LA4 Reception ph (06) 350 8440

APPOINTMENTS
Regular department hours for treatment 
appointments are 8.00am to 4.45pm. 

An identification card will be issued when you 
arrive for your CT appointment. This must be 
with you at all times whilst in the department. 
If the card is lost, a replacement card should 
be obtained from the receptionist before your 
treatment is given. You are likely to have a 
10 or 20 minute treatment appointment each 
week day, and generally you will be in and  
out of the department within half an hour. 

During treatment, most patients will see  
the radiation oncologist/registrar for a 
treatment review clinic to check on how  
they are managing with their treatment. 
Expect to be in the department for a length  
of time on that day.

Please note that there are up to 40 patients 
for daily scheduling on each machine, so it 
is difficult to accommodate all appointment 
requests. It is important that all patients try 
to keep to their appointment times as we  
run to a tight schedule. If you are late for  
an appointment, there may be a long wait 
before we can treat you.
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Travelling from Out of Town

We do try to provide 
out-of-town patients 
with a morning 
appointment 
time for Friday 
and an afternoon 
appointment for 
Monday. Please don’t 
come up early on 
Fridays to try to get 
in earlier than your 
appointment time 
as usually we cannot 
accommodate this 
due to the heavily 
booked treatment 
machines.
If you have an 
urgent circumstance 
that requires 
a change of 
appointment, please 
contact a staff 
member.

SHUTTLE SERVICE
The majority of patients are from outside of 
Palmerston North. There is a shuttle service 
provided by the Cancer Society for patients 
from Hawke’s Bay and Taranaki. If you choose 
to use the shuttle, please inform the Linac 
receptionist on your first day of treatment. 
Appointment times may not be ideal for 
travelling home on the weekends with the 
Shuttle Service. As a result, travel on the 
shuttles may not always be possible.  
Please do not book your shuttle or weekend 
transport until you have your appointments.

TIMES 
The shuttle times are as follows and will not 
leave before these times:

Hawke’s Bay:
• Leave Palmerston North on Fri by 1.30pm.
• Arrive Palmerston North on Mon at 11.30am.

Taranaki:
• Leave Palmerston North on Fri at 1pm.
• Arrive Palmerston North on Mon at 11am.

CONTACT DETAILS
• Taranaki Cancer Society (06) 757 3006.
• Hawke’s Bay Cancer Society (06) 876 7638.
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VOLUNTEER DRIVERS
If you are staying at home during your treatment, and are unable to drive 
yourself to your treatment appointment, you may be eligible to use the 
volunteer driver service. Co-ordinated by the Cancer Society, a volunteer 
will take you to your treatment appointment and home again. 

The volunteer driver service is available in the following locations: 
Palmerston North, Levin, Foxton, Shannon, Otaki, Feilding, Sanson and 
Wanganui. A Health Shuttle also operates daily from Dannevirke and Levin.

MORE INFORMATION
If you wish to find out more about the volunteer driver or Health Shuttle 
service, please contact our Linac receptionist on (06) 350 8142.

OZANAM HOUSE 
Patients travel from throughout the lower North Island to have 
radiation therapy in Palmerston North. Ozanam House provides 
accommodation for patients and their carer for the duration of 
treatment, if you are from a designated out of town area. It is often 
referred to as a “home away from home”. Guests are encouraged to 
treat the house as their own home. Bookings for Ozanam House are 
made through the regional clinics and the radiation oncology booking 
co-ordinator, 
prior to the 
commencement 
of treatment.
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Support Services 

SOCIAL WORKER 
A social worker is 
available to provide:
•  Support and 
advocacy; financial 
information; patient 
and family support 
and counselling; 
crisis intervention; 
links with community 
services locally and  
in other regions.

CONTACT: By  
telling the radiation 
therapist or nurse  
you would like to  
see a social worker.

MAORI  
HEALTH UNIT 
The Maori Health 
Unit is accessible for 
people of all cultures. 
They provide:
•  Marae style 
accommodation for 
whanau of patients 
who live outside the 
MidCentral DHB 
catchment area.

CONTACT: By  
telling the radiation 
therapist or nurse you 
would like to use the 
Maori Health Unit 
service, or contact 
them directly on  
(06) 350 8210.

CANCER 
PSYCHOLOGY  
SERVICE 
The Cancer Psychology 
Service staff can help 
people improve their 
coping abilities by using 
psychological techniques to:
•  Make decisions & solve 
problems; manage stress 
levels; reduce symptoms 
like pain, anticipatory 
nausea & panic attacks; 
recognise & address any 
fears, anxiety or depression 
they might be experiencing; 
improve relationship skills; 
build support networks; 
improve self-esteem & self-
image; acquire information 
or decrease information 
overload; assist with 
meaning, purpose, wairua, 
& spiritual concerns

CONTACT: By telling the 
radiation therapist or nurse 
you would like to speak to a 
psychologist.

NURSING TEAM
The Radiation Oncology 
Department has 
registered nurses who 
specialise in the care 
of patients receiving 
radiation therapy. On 
the day of your CT 
scan, you will meet with 
these nurses and their 
goal is to provide care 
and support during 
the course of your 
treatment. They  
can help with:
•  Education; side 
effect management; 
access to other 
health professionals; 
discharge planning.

CONTACT: By telling 
the radiation therapist 
or receptionist you 
would like to see a 
registered nurse,  
or by contacting  
them directly on  
(06) 350 8438.

CANCER SUPPORT NURSES
These nurses provide: 
•  A free service in the community delivering education, 
support, and co-ordination of care to both individuals 
and their family/whanau who have been diagnosed with, 
or at high risk of cancer.
CONTACT: Through your GP, radiation oncologist, or 
radiation therapist, or through your local Cancer Society.
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DIETITIAN 
A dietitian is 
available, where 
necessary to 
offer advice on:
•  Healthy 
eating; weight 
maintenance; 
nausea; poor 
appetite; 
sore mouth & 
swallowing 
difficulties; 
taste changes; 
constipation, 
diarrhoea & 
light diets; 
management of 
PEG; nutritional 
drink 
supplements.

CONTACT: 
By telling 
the radiation 
therapist or 
nurse you 
would like to 
see a dietitian. 
The dietitian’s 
clinic is run on 
a Thursday in 
the Radiation 
Oncology 
Department.

CANCER SOCIETY 
The Cancer Society of New 
Zealand, Manawatu Centre 
Inc, is located at Addis 
House, 135 Ruahine Street, 
Palmerston North. It offers 
information and support 
programmes such as:
•  Yoga; massage; 
Look Good Feel Better 
programme; volunteer 
driver; a “Living 
with Cancer” course; 
meditation courses; 
home & hospital visiting 
services; Cancer Connect 
– a telephone peer  
support programme; 
breast prosthesis fitting; 
breast cancer support 
group; lymphoedema 
support group; a  
men’s support group.

CONTACT: The Cancer 
Society is located 
throughout NZ. To locate 
the Cancer Society closest 
to you, call their support 
and information line 
0800 CANCER (226 237). 
For privacy reasons, the 
Cancer Society cannot 
contact you, so they ask 
you to make first contact.

RADIATION THERAPY 
INFORMATION 
SESSIONS
Regular information sessions 
are run at the Cancer 
Society, Addis House to give 
an overview of radiation 
therapy and support services 
available. 
It is a good opportunity to 
ask questions and learn more 
about radiation therapy.  
All are welcome to attend 
this informal session. Posters 
are placed throughout the 
department with the dates  
of upcoming sessions.
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Online Information
WEBSITE
www.midcentraldhb.govt.nz/
RCTS

 

VIDEO
A video, “Understanding Radiation 
Therapy” is available on our website.  
The video is designed to introduce you 
to some of the processes, techniques 
and equipment within the radiation 
therapy department, and answer 
questions you may have regarding 
your treatment.  The Video can also 
be viewed in the Radiation Oncology 
Department.
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Free Wi-Fi is available at Palmerston North Hospital



Possible Questions for Your 
Radiation Oncologist

Sometimes it is difficult to remember the questions you want to ask when  
speaking to your doctor. It may be helpful to write them down beforehand. 

Some questions you may like to ask are: 

• What is the complete list of treatment options for this disease?

• What will the treatment involve physically?

• Why is this treatment being recommended instead of other options?

• What is the best possible outcome of this treatment?

• Will using this treatment now affect my options for other treatment later?

• What is likely to happen if I do not undergo this recommended treatment?

• Will I be able to carry on with my normal life when I’m not at the hospital?

• What side effects can I expect?

• How long after my treatment ends will it take for the side effects to go?

• Will there be any  
 permanent damage?

• Will I still be able to  
 have children?

• Should I keep taking  
 my usual medicines?
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Notes & Questions
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Medications

Name of  
medication

Strength  
and number  

of tablets

Times per day 
you take this 
medication

continued over page...

Date:

Name:

Date of Birth:

NHI Number:

Please bring a completed list of your medications with you when you come for your 
CT appointment.
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Name of  
medication

Strength  
and number  

of tablets

Times per day 
you take this 
medication
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Feedback
If you have any concerns please talk to a member of staff providing 
your care. They will do their best to address your concerns.

If you are still not satisfied, you can contact our Customer Relations 
Co-ordinator, phone (06) 350 8980 or (06) 350 8974 or email 
customer@midcentraldhb.govt.nz

You can also provide feedback to us by completing a “Tell Us What 
You Think” form located in most services, or using our online feedback 
form via our website www.midcentraldhb.govt.nz



Regional Cancer Treatment Service (RCTS)
Radiation Oncology Department


